Research in the social sciences has shown recurrently that life satisfaction varies across countries. More recently, the question was raised whether Europeans are comparing living conditions in European countries, and whether these comparisons are affecting the way they assess their personal situation. The paper uses original survey data from nine European countries in order to answer these questions. We analyze the way European citizens assess the living conditions in the various countries under analysis. And we test whether assessments of other countries are significantly interrelated with reported levels of life satisfaction. Finally, we measure the extent to which these effects hold if other reference groups (friends, neighbors, own country) and individual socio-demographic traits are included in the analysis. Our findings paint a mixed picture. Assessing living conditions in other European countries is widely diffused and attests a marked 'cognitive Europeanization'. However, comparisons with other countries play a less relevant role for reported life satisfaction, when compared to the assessment of the own national economy and the own household situation. Moreover, Switzerland as a non-EU-member is a more significant target than most other EU-members, attesting that we are rather speaking of a European frame of reference, than an EU-related one.
Introduction
Research in the social sciences has shown recurrently that life satisfaction varies across countries. It has also highlighted that life satisfaction is affected not only by individual-level factors such as income, unemployment or material deprivation, but also by the countries' socio-economic and institutional environment (Diener and Oishi 2000; Frey and Stutzer 2000; Böhnke 2008 ). Additionally, we know from many studies that comparisons with reference groups and related feelings of relative deprivation are crucial, too (e.g. Walker and Smith 2002; Praag 2011) . In recent times, scholars have started to adapt these insights to the study of the European integration process and the building of the European Union. In particular, they discuss controversially whether these processes are altering the frame of reference of European citizens, and whether comparisons between countries are affecting the way they assess their personal situation (Delhey and Kohler 2006; .
This paper aims to add new insights to this recent research debate by answering the following two core questions. Is there a process of Europeanization of reference groups under way; that is, do European citizens evaluate the living conditions in other European countries, as they do in regard to their own country and closer reference groups, such as friends or neighborhoods? And do these perceptions and assessments influence the way they assess their personal situation; that is, do these references influence life satisfaction? These questions are of outmost importance for a sociological research agenda that wishes to take a closer look at the implications of the European integration process. On the one hand, much is known about the different living conditions between member states and the widening gap since the beginning of the economic crisis (Beckfield 2006; de Beer 2012; Heidenreich 2016 ). But we know little about whether and how this has affected the way European citizens assess their lives. On the other hand, this analysis will provide new insights into the study of life satisfaction, as it considers a new set of reference groups. If the economic and social performance of nations has an impact on life satisfaction (Easterlin 1974; Rose 1980; Oswald 1997; Böhnke 2008) , it seems necessary to assess whether the perceived performance of other countries has a similar effect, too. This paper will make use of survey data from nine European countries (France, Germany, Greece, Italy, Poland, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, the UK) conducted within a EU-financed research project (Livewhat) in order to assess whether European citizens evaluate their own life within a Europeanized frame of reference. For this purpose, we will first of all review scholarly writing and identify core concepts and guiding research hypotheses. After the description of our data and the methods used, we will present the main findings. In descriptive terms, we need to validate whether and how European citizens assess the living conditions in other European countries. In explanatory terms, we have to corroborate whether these assessments are significantly interrelated with reported levels of life satisfaction. With regard to our various hypotheses, we wish to see whether these effects remain in place, once introducing other reference groups (such as friends, neighborhoods or the own country) and individual level factors (e.g. household situation, socio-demographic traits, perceived health). Finally, the findings will require a critical discussion, because the patterns we identified in empirical terms paint a rather complex picture that stimulates further theoretical debates about the effects of inner-European comparisons on personal satisfaction.
Theory and assumptions
Life satisfaction is known to be influenced by individual-level factors, for example, personal income, work status or household situation (Easterlin 1974; Clark et al. 2008) . These 'objective forces' are permeated by subjective perceptions and evaluations (Michalos 1985; Frank 1989) , which involve very often a comparison with reference groups. Indeed, earlier studies had shown that individuals' feelings of dissatisfaction or deprivation do not mirror necessarily their 'objective' situation, but rather the perceived living conditions of other groups (Stouffer et al. 1949; Merton and Kitt 1950) . Research on relative deprivations has since then corroborated the relevance of reference groups and inter group comparisons (Walker and Smith 2002) . Scholars have intensively discussed whether absolute income levels are more important in explaining varying levels of life satisfaction between groups, or whether the relative income situation is more important (Diener et al. 1992; Clark et al. 2008) . Research has tended to stress that income has a relative utility (Ferrer-i-Carbonell 2005; Clark et al. 2008) , i.e. earnings are assessed according to the own position within the income or status ladder of a society (Boyce et al. 2010; Oshio et al. 2011) . Life satisfaction is thus affected primarily in terms of subjective income perceptions, when people compare or rank themselves with others (Diener et al. 1992; Ferrer-i-Carbonell 2005; Luttmer 2005 ). Finally, scholars have recurrently stressed that it makes a considerable difference whether respondents compare themselves in upward or downward direction: the former are more common and consequential as they impact more clearly on life satisfaction (Delhey and Kohler 2006; Boyce et al. 2010) .
So far, research has tended to center on specific reference groups, namely families, work colleagues, friends or neighbors (López Turley 2002; Luttmer 2005; Delhey and Kohler 2006; Praag 2011) . The idea behind this research agenda seems to be that only natural groups and palpable social entities provide socially relevant reference points, even though a comparison with others implies always some sort of abstraction. Hence, it is quite probable that reference groups might extend to more abstract, imagined entities, such as countries, although with lesser effects following the idea of social proximity. Research has testified the importance of nation states, but rather as an objective context that does affect life satisfaction by shaping the economic, social and political reality within which populations live (Rose 1980; Oswald 1997; Frey and Stutzer 2000) . Some scholars have insisted that countries can be relevant 'reference spaces' in a more explicit sense (Kapteyn et al. 1978) , because people's perceptions of their countries' economic, social and political performance have an impact on reported happiness (Frey and Stutzer 2000; Böhnke 2008) . That is, even if countries are more abstract and distant reference spaces when compared to friends, colleagues and neighbors, it is an open question whether they are less relevant when people assess their personal situation. If people assess their own country as a reference group, it is fair to assume that they compare their own country with living conditions abroad.
Hence, it is advisable to expand our focus of attention and include other countries as potentially relevant reference groups. The importance of this focus is evident in the European context because living conditions are affected by the European integration process at large, and by the European economic and financial crisis in particular. This has been corroborated in regard to objective indicators of social inequality, which testify increasing discrepancies within and between countries (Beckfield 2006; VaughanWhitehead 2011; de Beer 2012; Heidenreich 2016) . Divergent living conditions within the EU are thus associated with divergent levels of life satisfaction between member states (Böhnke 2008; Delhey and Dragolov 2015) . Because the utility of one's own resource situation is perceived in relative terms, deprivation increases (implying deteriorating life satisfaction) with the assessment of other countries being better off and (vice versa for gratification).
We know from scholarly writing that the European integration process has introduced a new frame of reference for the assessment of social reality within member states (Beck 2007; Beck and Grande 2010) . Indeed, the building of the EU has been paralleled by the establishment of European agencies, public policies and financial programs to promote social cohesion. This includes the constant monitoring of member states' performance in various sectors, and thus the comparison of countries and regions in regard to common standards and goals (Kangas and Ritakallio 2007; Lahusen 2013) . Thus, 'the national space is no longer the only framework of reference for the evaluation of social inequalities' (Heidenreich 2006b: 5) . Following this proposition, we might expect a greater propensity among European citizens to evaluate their own situation and happiness on the basis of more or less explicit references to the living conditions in other European countries.
Empirical evidence to prove or disprove this general proposition is scarce. This is due to the lack of data that measures inner-European references and comparisons. So far, scholars have provided answers in an indirect manner, by means of country comparisons. They either tried to validate the proposition by comparing objective indicators of deprivation with discrepant levels of reported deprivation (Heidenreich, 2006a: 24f, b) . Or they refuted the idea of Europeanization of reference groups by showing that levels of reported economic stress still mirror predominantly country-specific realities . A purely comparative approach, however, is limited when trying to assess the effect of cross-national comparisons.
Significant progress has been made on the basis of a dataset (the Euromodul) that measured people's perceptions of living conditions of various reference groups, including other countries (Delhey et al. 2002) . In subsequent publications, this research team has generated suggestive findings. They have shown that the assessment of living conditions in other countries has a significant impact on reported life satisfaction: in particular 'upward comparisons' predominate and have a negative impact on life satisfaction (Delhey and Kohler 2006) . Due to the fact that this survey was conducted between 1999 and 2002, it seems promising to investigate in how far these findings can be validated within a context strongly affected by the economic and financial crisis.
This review of previous research shows that we can build only on few empirical studies and theoretical reflection when focusing on countries as reference groups. However, available evidence is sufficiently developed in order to identify a number of potential research assumptions that can be fruitfully adapted to our aims. In this sense, we propose a number of research hypotheses, both with descriptive and explanatory objectives. Our first objective is to check descriptively whether other European countries are relevant reference groups for European citizens. Scholarly writing presented before argues that the building of the EU has established a common institutional and cognitive frame of reference that makes constant comparisons very probable, through the shared standards of evaluation, the joint monitoring systems and the public information about progresses and failures it promotes (Heidenreich 2006b; Kangas and Ritakallio 2007; Delhey and Kohler 2008) . This implies not only comparisons of living conditions within Europe but also that inner-European comparisons confront citizens with significant differences (Fahey 2007) . That is, European citizens should be able to evaluate the living conditions in other European countries as easily as they are able to assess their own country's situation (H1a). This means in turn that citizens will most probably assess the other countries' living conditions from their own country's perspective, and vice versa (H1b). Finally, if the European Union is the relevant frame of reference behind these comparisons, we would expect that membership does make a difference. And this means that respondents should be less prone to rank living conditions in newer member states or non-members (H1c).
A second objective of our analyses is to advance a number of explanatory hypotheses that strive to identify the effect of country comparisons on life satisfaction. For this purpose, we wish to develop two models. The first model aims at testing the potential effect of inner-European comparisons on reported life satisfaction. Research has sufficiently corroborated the proposition that feelings of relative deprivation affect happiness and well-being (Diener et al. 1992; Ferrer-i-Carbonell 2005; Praag 2011 ). The perception of being better off correlates with higher levels of happiness and perceptions of deprivation interrelate with lower life satisfaction, which means that upward and downward comparisons have distinct effects on well-being (Luttmer 2005; Boyce et al. 2010; Oshio et al. 2011) . Along this line of reasoning, research argues that upward comparisons are particularly important and consequential when explaining reported life satisfaction (Delhey and Kohler 2006; Clark et al. 2008) . Applied to countries, this means that not all nation states will be equally important when explaining varying degrees of our dependent variable. These reflections lead us to the three following hypotheses. The higher the perceived living conditions in other European countries are, when compared to the own life situation, the lower the reported life satisfaction -and vice versa (H2a). Upward comparisons interrelate more significantly with reported levels of life satisfaction, i.e. comparisons with countries being better off are more important than with those being worse off (H2b). Finally, if EU membership is a relevant factor, then we would expect that comparisons with EU member states will be more consequential for life satisfaction than with non-members (H2c). At least this is what we would expect when considering that the European integration process is committed to achieve better and equal living conditions throughout Europe.
Even if our analyses should substantiate the explanatory power of inner-European comparisons, we need to validate these effects with regard to other potential factors. For this purpose, we wish to develop a second explanatory model that consists of three sets of variables. In first instance, we need to take into consideration that the own country is a more relevant reference group than other European nation states. Research has recurrently highlighted that the living conditions in Europe are still predominantly shaped by the nation state Maître 2009, 2013; Vaughan-Whitehead 2011; de Beer 2012; Heidenreich 2016) , and that the economic, social and political performance of countries has a differentiating impact on levels of well-being (Oswald 1997; Böhnke 2008; Delhey and Dragolov 2015) . Additionally, we might stipulate that the effect of inner-European comparisons is replaced by others, when taking less distant and abstract reference groups into consideration, such as friends and neighbors (H3a). Research on relative utility has argued that social distance is an important mediator: comparisons with people who are spatially or socially closer to oneself are more probable and consequential in terms of gratification and deprivation than comparisons with more distant ones (Clark et al. 2008) . This is true, for instance, for neighbors, whose economic situation tends to impact on happiness, both positively and negatively (López Turley 2002; Luttmer 2005) . Finally, we need to test whether the effects of inner-European comparisons prevails when introducing socio-demographic factors. In fact, it is probable that reference groups (be that friends, neighbors or countries) play a less important role in explaining reported life satisfaction, when including socio-demographic factors that mirror the socialstructural position of the individuals and their personal life situation (H3b). Social structural traits such as income, education, age or gender might neutralize or replace the effect of country comparisons, particularly when considering the respondents' assessment of their households' situation across time, for example, with perceptions of degradation or improvements. The analysis of country effects nourishes these assumptions, because it has shown that the perception of the countries' economic, social and political performance does have an effect on happiness particularly amongst those living in more vulnerable conditions (Oswald 1997; Frey and Stutzer 2000; Böhnke 2008 ). Finally, we might assume that life satisfaction is shaped more strongly by social isolation (measured in terms of marital status or the size of the household) or subjective health, than by distant and abstract comparisons (H3c).
Data and methods
In order to test our hypotheses, we draw on data from the LIVEWHAT project covering nine European countries: France, Germany, Greece, Italy, Poland, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland and the UK. The composition makes the data set particularly interesting as we can cover both Northern and Southern European countries but also a non-EU country (Switzerland) as well as one newer, Eastern European member state (Poland). In each country, a web-based survey was conducted with a representative sample of ±2000 participants that matches national statistics in terms of gender, education and age. Data collection started in June 2015 and ended in August 2015, thus we expect the full effect of the Euro-crisis and the debates about economic and fiscal consolidation, but not of the more recent inner-European debate on refugees and the Schengen Treaty.
1 The list of variables used in this analysis is summarized in Table A1 (see appendix) .
In regard to our dependent variable (life satisfaction), we used a standard item employed by many other surveys before (see Fischer 2009 ) that asked respondents to assess their current life in terms of satisfaction (see the appendix for the wording and recoding of all variables used). Following our explanatory propositions, we identified a number of independent factors. The main reference groups to be studied in this paper are other European countries. For this purpose, we used a number of questions that asked participants to rank the living conditions in each of the participating countries, starting with the resident country of the individual participant.
2 For our descriptive purposes, we used these questions as separate items, but for the explanatory aims, we calculated a composite variable that assesses the living conditions in other European countries, compared to the respondent's own living conditions. For each of the nine countries, we thus calculated a variable that ranges from '−10' (living conditions in country X are 10 points lower than my own) to +10 (living conditions in country X are 10 points higher than my own). A table with the frequencies of these nine variables for all respondents is part of the appendix (Table A2) .
As indicated before, our calculations include a number of additional variables (see Appendix, Table A1 ). First, we wish to control for the effect of other reference groups: the perceived living condition in the respondents own country, in their neighborhood and among their friends. Second, we took a number of individual-level factors, such as the perceived deterioration of the household economic situation, social class (educational attainment and subjective class affiliation), measures of social isolation (marital status, size of the household), of health conditions and other socio-demographic traits (gender, age and migration background).
Our statistical analyses followed a two-step approach. The first set of hypotheses required the use of descriptive statistics in order to provide evidence about the readiness of respondents in the nine countries to assess the living conditions in other European nation states. For the explanatory purposes, we conducted a logistical regression for each of the nine samples and countries analyzed here. Given that reported life satisfaction is not normally distributed in our samples and that OLS regressions generated non-randomly distributed residuals, we opted to dichotomize our dependent variable. We used binary logistical regression, the effects are reported as odds ratios. Regression analysis had to be run for each country separately because the list of 'other European countries' to be assessed by respondents changed for each of the national samples included in the survey. While Delhey and Kohler (2006) calculated the effects of comparisons on life satisfaction for each reference country separately, we opted to include all eight countries into the regression models in order to identify the net effects. It is to be expected that this will reduce the number and the size of these effects.
Findings
In this chapter, we will present the findings of our analyses in two steps: in descriptive terms, it is necessary to validate whether European countries have become a potential reference group; in explanatory terms, we will show which effects the various factors, other countries' evaluations included, had on reported life satisfaction.
Do Europeans compare?
The easiest way of measuring the citizens' familiarity with living conditions in other countries is to identify the proportion of respondents who indicate that they are unable to assess the situation ('don't know'). Table 1 summarizes these findings for the nine countries of our survey. Note that we included also the proportion of people unable to assess the living conditions in their own country (the numbers in brackets and italics).
The findings show that only a small minority of respondents is unable to assess the living conditions in European countries (i.e. between 7.4% for Greece and 13.58% for Poland). Hence, there is very little difference in the ability of people to assess their own country and other member states. A closer look reveals that citizens are most confident in assessing the situation in Greece and Germany, and least confident in evaluating the situation in Poland. Salience seems to play a role, given the public attention Greece and Germany have received during the Great Recession particularly during the summer of 2015, when our survey was conducted. The late accession of Poland to the EU might be a reason for the lower rates, even though membership itself is not a determining factor, given the generalized disposition to evaluate the situation in Switzerland. The good performance of Switzerland and/or the geographical and cultural proximity might be relevant factors. Indeed, Swedish and British citizens are the least capable of assessing the living conditions in Switzerland, especially when compared with Italians and Spanish respondents.
Based on these insights, we move to the answers of those respondents feeling capable of assessing the living conditions abroad. In particular, we wish to know how citizens rank the various countries, following a scale of 1 (very bad) to 11 (very good). Figure 1 summarizes these findings, which reflect the aggregated assessments of all respondents -except the citizens grading their own country's living conditions. What we see is a rather expectable picture, because respondents tend to rank the living conditions along the order we would anticipate looking at macro-economic indicators (e.g. GDP, employment and unemployment rates). The median shows that Switzerland is at the top, followed closely by Sweden and Germany; the intermediate group of France and the UK is followed by Italy, Spain and Poland, thus relegating Greece to the worst position. It is interesting to note that this ranking is echoed by the degree of variances. Respondents largely agree about the living conditions in the first four countries being very good, while they disagree more strongly in regard to the other countries, particularly in the case of France, Italy, Poland and Greece. In a final descriptive step, we wish to highlight the different perspectives from which EU citizens assess each other's living conditions. As shown in Table 2 , the evaluations of living conditions abroad diverge significantly between the various countries. When taking the French responses as the base, we see that Swiss respondents assess the living conditions in most other countries less favorable than French respondents, obviously because the Swiss assess living conditions abroad from a much higher baseline than the French. Inversely, most other countries assess the situation better than the French do. This is particularly true for the Polish and the Greek, who evaluate the living conditions abroad much more positively, thus showing that their baseline is much lower.
Our analyses thus corroborate our descriptive hypotheses (H1a and H1b), but do not validate that EU membership makes a difference. It is interesting to note, that national baselines and perspectives seem to be congruent and thus assure a complementarity of rankings. With this knowledge in mind, we now move to ascertain the potential effect these comparisons might have on respondents' general life satisfaction. Table 3 summarizes the distribution of respondents in regard to reported life satisfaction for each of the nine countries. It compared the share of people being dissatisfied with their life, with those reporting moderate to strong satisfaction. The group of the dissatisfied is biggest in Greece and smallest in Switzerland, Sweden and Germany, with an intermediate position for the rest of the countries. This observation, as interesting as it might be, will not be further analyzed, because we are not comparing national rates of (un)happiness. We are interested in unveiling the effects of country comparisons on individual life satisfaction within countries.
Do comparisons matter?
For this purpose, we conducted a logistic regression with two models: one consisting of the country comparisons as independent variables (Model A), and the second including a number of additional variables testing alternative hypotheses (Model B). In a first step, we wish to present findings of model A, thus clarifying whether a comparison of one's own living conditions with the situation in other countries has an effect at all on reported life satisfaction. Table 4 presents the correlations extracted from our nine logistic regressions.
3 As we see, not all countries are a relevant reference group. In fact, only a couple of comparisons matter, and here we get a highly visible pattern. On the one hand, comparisons with countries being better off are more consequential, and 2017 (100) 1959 (100) 2010 (100) 1983 (100) 1944 (100) 1998 (100) 2001 (100) 1986 (100) 2033 (100) here we can name Switzerland, and to a lower extent Germany. For the Swiss, only Sweden is a country that generates effects. These findings are a clear indication that upward comparisons do matter, but that these comparisons are not constrained to EU member states. Beyond these comparisons, only Greece is an important reference group, but only for Germans, French, Italian and Spanish respondents. Apart from that, there are some relevant comparisons (Polish referring to Italy, Greece to Poland etc.). In the vast majority, we are speaking of a 'positive' correlation, i.e. respondents believing that the living conditions abroad are better than their own are also significantly more often represented in the group of the dissatisfied. Respondents ranking their personal living conditions more positively than the situation in other countries are more satisfied with their life. Only the Spanish respondents comparing with the French situation are an exception to this rule. These observations need to be interpreted with caution, because the direction of this effect is not predetermined. In fact, we are speaking of correlations. This gives room for two interpretations. On the one hand, respondents tend to feel better or worse, depending on whether they assess the living conditions in other countries as being worse or better. On the other hand, it could also be the case that respondents' reported rates of life satisfaction influence the way they assess the living conditions in other countries. That is, people satisfied with their life might believe that people in other countries are exposed to worse living conditions than they are in their own countries -and vice versa.
These effects might turn out to be spurious, when considering other, more proximate reference groups, the household included, and when checking for other potentially relevant factors (e.g. reported health, social isolation, socio-demographic traits of the respondents) introduced in the chapters before. Table 5 summarizes the findings of this second model, each column presenting the effects of the country-specific logistic regressions. The correlations between life satisfaction and inner-European comparisons do not disappear completely after the introduction of further variables, but they are limited to very specific countries. Switzerland plays a significant role for Germans, French, Spanish and Polish respondents, Germany is relevant for Italian, Spanish and Greek citizens, and Greece is a consequential reference group for Italians and Spanish people. These effects point to the fact that countries with perceived high -respectively low -living conditions are more prone to correlate with life satisfaction of respondents. This resonates in the fact that other countries are not at all a relevant reference group for the more affluent countries, i.e. the Swiss and Swedish respondents. Other countries are also negligible (France for Spanish respondents, Italy for the Polish), while others are insignificant altogether (Sweden, UK and Spain). The comparison with other reference groups included into model B is particularly revealing. In first instance, we see that the assessment of living conditions in the respondents' own country is a highly significant reference point for most countries (except for Swedish, German and Polish respondents); persons who assume living conditions in their country as better are also more satisfied with their own lives and vice versa. Quite revealing is the observation that the proximate reference groups (neighbors, friends) included into the analysis do not play a role concerning reported life satisfaction. Only in Switzerland, where other countries are not a relevant reference group, the living conditions of friends play a role. This means that the assumed importance of social proximity is refuted for most countries (H3a). Hence, 'countries' might be quite abstract communities, but they are a relevant reference group. The social-structural position of the respondents is not a significant factor, even though education has a weak effect in three countries, thus refuting our hypothesis H3b. In both cases (friends and social structure) Switzerland deviates from the picture, thus suggesting that Swiss respondents are impacted more strongly by the situation of their own and their fellow citizens' position, than by other European countries' living conditions. While social inclusion, measured in terms of marital status and the household size, does not generate a significant effect, we see that subjective health perception is the strongest factor in all countries (and age in some of them), thus validating H3c only partially.
Discussion and conclusion
Comparing one's own life with other Europeans seems to be a normal aspect of today's thinking. This is what scholarly writing on European integration and the Europeanization of societies is arguing (Beck 2007; Beck and Grande 2010) , and this is what the statistical analysis of survey data from nine European countries has proven to be the case. A more cautious conclusion needs to be drawn when asking about the implications of this 'cognitive Europeanization', namely the potential effects it has on reported life satisfaction. Inner-European comparisons do matter when reported life satisfaction is at stake, but this is true only for a couple of countries. Upward comparisons with the most affluent countries (in particular, Switzerland and Germany) are consequential for the way respondents assess their life, and downward comparisons with the worst off country (Greece) is relevant for Southern Europeans. However, the perceived situation of the national economy and the economic situation of the household and the personal health matter much more when assessing respondents' life satisfaction across all countries. References to living conditions abroad remain an important, yet, secondary factor. The most surprising finding, however, is that countries matter much more than other, proximate reference groups, like neighbors and friends. An important exception is Swiss respondents, who seem to be overall much more inward looking. Hence, our findings corroborate a partial process of 'cognitive Europeanization' that does not, however, transcend necessarily national categories, given the importance of countries (the own residency included) as pervasive reference points.
More research is required to disentangle the factors or mechanisms mediating or moderating the effects of inner-European comparisons. Obviously, European citizens are confident in assessing living conditions abroad. But what are the implications? Proponents of Europeanization theory argue that European integration is not only providing citizens with more information about other countries, but is establishing also common norms of what an acceptable standard of living is (Heidenreich 2006b; Beck 2007; Delhey and Kohler 2008) . This should boost effects of inner-European comparisons on life satisfaction. Others would contend that citizens are still cognitively tied to their countries' economic, institutional and cultural realities (Rose 1980; Frey and Stutzer 2000; Whelan and Maître 2013) . The assessment of the own countries' performance would thus remain at center stage, and all inner-European comparisons would be mediated by the assessment of the nation's situation. Finally, we might expect that effects on life satisfaction will be moderated by factors such as the vulnerability of the respondents (Oswald 1997; Fahey 2007) , the perceived performance of national welfare states in attenuating hardships (Böhnke 2008) , or the perception of conflicts and patterns of blame attribution in the public sphere (Delhey and Dragolov 2014) .
Our own findings paint a mixed picture that tends to support and disprove these assumptions at the same time. On the one hand, we have seen that inner-European comparisons matter much more than the skeptical voices claim. On the other hand, however, we see that citizens tend to compare themselves with the more affluent countries, in this case, Switzerland, which is not a member state of the EU. This means that Europe as a cultural, geographical and historical area is a much more relevant frame of reference than the European Union. Additionally, this shows that citizens tend to confer more importance to some reference countries when compared to others. Previous research has suggested that inter-country comparisons influence life satisfaction per se (Delhey et al. 2002; Delhey and Kohler 2006) . However, our analyses demonstrate that this is only the case when looking at reference countries separately. Do we check for country comparisons jointly, we see that only 'core' reference countries impact on life satisfaction, thus 'neutralizing' the effects of the others. Three observations seem pertinent when interpreting this finding, even though more research will be necessary to substantiate them. First, our data show that European citizens are quite familiar with life conditions in other European countries, but they highlight at the same time that these perceptions and assessments do not necessarily affect them personally. Differences between living conditions might be part of what is considered to be normal within Europe, particularly in times of economic crisis. In the worse sense, we might be witnessing a cognitive retraction from the idea of common standards of living within Europe. The fact that inner-European comparisons seem to be taken as a normal aspect of European citizens' way of thinking might thus entail chances as well as risks for the further integration of Europe in economic, political and cultural terms.
Second, salience seems to be a mechanism that mediates the effects of upward or downward comparisons on life satisfaction. It is indicative that Germany and Greece are the second most relevant target countries, because these two countries have played an outstanding role in public debates about the European economic and financial crisis and its political antidotes. In this regard, we have to remember that our survey was conducted in the summer 2015, 4 where debates centered on the degrading economic situation in Greece and the attempts of the Troika to prevent a bankruptcy of the Greek state, with the leading role of the German government. This means that inner-European comparisons are a relevant latent factor to be taken into consideration when trying to understand levels of life satisfaction. More than that, in times of crisis, it is quite probable that inner-European comparisons become a manifest driver of feelings of life dissatisfaction, and even of more confrontational forms of social discontent and political protest. The variable was dichotomized because we detected problems of heteroscedasticity and a non-normal distribution of cases. The dichotomization followed theoretical considerations to focus on the 'dissatisfied': responses from 0 to 4 were coded as 1 (dissatisfied), answers 5 to 10 as 0 (rather or clearly satisfied). 
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